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BOOK REVIEW
Birds of Eastern North America: A Photographic Guide. 2009. Paul Sterry and
Brian E. Small. Princeton University Press,
Princeton, New Jersey. $18.95, paper,
ISBN-13: 978-0-691-13426-0; $45.00, cloth,
ISBN-13: 978-0-691-13425-3. 336 pages,
1118 color photographs, 405 maps.
Birds of Western North America: A Photographic Guide. 2009. Paul Sterry and
Brian E. Small. Princeton University Press,
Princeton, New Jersey. $18.95, paper,
ISBN-13: 978-0-691-13428-4; $45.00, cloth,
ISBN-13: 978-0-691-13427-7. 416 pages,
1314 color photographs, 443 maps.
Among field guides that use photographs,
these guides are 2 of the best yet produced,
largely because of the number, size, and quality
of each photograph. Sometimes one full page
will have only 2 photographs, such as the pages
in the Western Guide showing a Black-billed
and Yellow-billed Magpie or a Black-capped and
Carolina Chickadee. The latter pair of photos
is particularly informative as the photos clearly
show 2 of the distinguishing traits mentioned
in the text—bill size and tail size. Both guides
have 21 pages of introductory material with the
following sections: “How To Use This Book,”
“Topography of a Bird,” “Glossary of Terms
Used,” “Plumage,” “Habitats,” “Migration,” and
“Species Descriptions.” Each species description contains the standard material of many
guides with some comments about the species
in the field followed by a brief description of
adult and juvenile plumages, voice, status and
habitat, useful observational tips, and sometimes
additional comments or a section on a similar
species. The information on similar species is
very useful, such as the contrast between the
Pacific and American Golden-Plovers or between the Greater and Gunnison Sage-Grouse.
Also included is a map showing the occurrence
of each species year-round, in summer only, or
in winter only. Each page normally has no
more than 4 species descriptions, usually 3,
and seldom 2. Usually the species is shown in
flight on the left-hand page and shown sitting

or standing on the facing page. A section at
the end of each guide entitled “Out of the Ordinary” includes species, such as released parrots,
that have come from Eurasia or Mexico and are
apparently not seen by many birders. For anyone wanting field guides based on photographs,
these 2 are a must.
Having said that, however, there are some
drawbacks to the guides. First, I am not convinced that photographs rather than illustrations
are the best way to identify birds or understand distinguishing traits. For example, the
Eastern and Western Meadowlarks are said to
differ by the extent of white in the tail and differences in flank markings, but the photographs
don’t show either of these traits. Similarly,
within the Common Eider there are 3 distinctive bill types in North America (each allocated
subspecies status) based on color, extent, and
configurations of the proximal portion of the bill.
Two types, an eastern type and western type,
are included in each respective guide; but the
photographs do not clearly show the distinctive traits. Showing only the birds’ heads, as is
often done in illustrated field guides, would help
clarify these distinctions. Also, field guides of
all kinds depict subspecies, frequently an eastern and a western one or some other geographic
partitioning (e.g., inland or coastal), especially
when the characters are distinctive. However,
in these guides, this is not always the case. In
one instance, the photos show the immature
Peregrine Falcon of one subspecies (not the
one most often seen) and the adult of another. In
another photograph, the perched Prairie Falcon labeled “adult” appears to be in juvenile
plumage; adults have barring on the dorsal
feathers and white indentations or spots on the
flank feathers rather than the uniformly dark
streak in the bird shown. The bird may have
been presumed to be adult because of the yellow
feet and cere that are associated with adult
birds; bluish color of the feet and cere is that
of juveniles only during the first few months
after fledging.
Raptors are particularly variable, with color
morphs and differences in plumage according
to sex and age. It would require many more
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photographs than are given in either book to do
justice to all these differences. I quickly glanced
at a field guide to birds of Borneo and several
plates had a minimum of 9 images for each raptor species. The Bald Eagle, for example, has
at least 3 distinctive plumages before reaching
the classic white-headed adult plumage. In
fact, perhaps the most distinctive Bald Eagle
plumage, other than that of the white-headed
adult, is the plumage with heavily mottled dark
and white on the breast or with a distinctive
dark breast band and white belly. But the
guides show only the first plumage that is
principally all dark and often confused with
that of a Golden Eagle. The Red-tailed and
Swainson’s Hawks are fairly well depicted, but
the Western Guide shows no juvenile Red-tailed
Hawk, one of the most commonly seen buteos.
The same sort of problem exists for gulls, which
have distinctive plumages for various age categories before the final adult plumage.
It is not clear what criteria were used for
placing species in the “Out of the Ordinary”
category in both books. Perhaps the inclusion
of extremely rare breeders with tiny ranges,
such as the Red-throated Pipit and vagrants,
can be justified. But Arctic breeders, such as
the Red-faced Cormorant, the Bar-tailed Godwit, the Northern Wheatear, or the Arctic Warbler (with the range of the latter covering
nearly one third of Alaska) have rather extensive
ranges and are quite common. These species
are no more out of the ordinary than are the
Bronzed Cowbird or Green Jay, both contained
in the main body of the text.
Of less significance, some maps need minor
changes and some major updating. For example,
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the California Gull breeds in much of northern
Utah, not just the extreme tip of the state; and
the Franklin’s Gull breeds around much of the
Great Salt Lake, not just in a tiny region of
Utah on the adjacent Idaho border. The Peregrine Falcon is currently a widespread breeder
through much of Canada and most of the eastern and midwestern United States (although
from reintroductions of the 1970s and 1980s).
The breeding distribution also extends into the
western portion of the United States, but the
map does not show the distributions in Colorado, New Mexico, and Wyoming, for example.
Major maps elsewhere were updated as
recently as 2002. Likewise the Eurasian Collared-Dove certainly breeds (and winters)
throughout Utah and most western states and
as far north as southern Canada. Its range map,
however, shows it breeding only into the upper
Midwest then southwestward, excluding Colorado, northern New Mexico, and northern
Arizona and reaching only to the southern
California–Nevada border.
Overall, these 2 books do have truly wonderful photographs and written descriptions
that are useful in identifying and differentiating
species. The guides could be especially useful
to the casual birder. If you consider the cost of
the paperback edition, they are an attractive,
affordable addition to one’s library.
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